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 While consent is customarily given soon after a case is 
filed, parties may consent to have a magistrate judge preside 
over their case at any point in the proceedings.  
 
 As the biographies that follow demonstrate, each is 
active in law school teaching and continuing legal education 
for attorneys. Many have been appointed to important 
committees within the federal courts.   
 
 Each has been appointed based on detailed, 
confidential feedback from the bar and the community. 
Combined, the Northern District’s magistrate judges bring 
hundreds of hours of federal judicial experience to their work 
at our court. Each is equipped to handle the full range of issues 
presented to our court. 
 
 

James Ware 
Chief Judge  

  



HOW CONSENT JURISDICTION WORKS 
 
 Since 1979, the parties in a civil action have had the 
option of consenting to have all aspects of their case, including 
trial, handled by a United States magistrate judge.1  The 
Northern District of California has been one of the leaders 
nationwide in implementing this process.  When a civil action 
is filed in this District, ordinarily it will be randomly assigned 
for all purposes to either a district judge or a magistrate judge.2   
 
 By local practice, a magistrate judge is assigned a civil 
caseload approximately 30% that of a district judge’s civil 
caseload, in recognition of a magistrate judge’s other duties, 
such as presiding over settlement conferences.  Each magistrate 
judge typically has about 100 consent cases.   
 
 In 2009, the magistrate judges completed handling 
over 900 civil cases in which they had exercised consent 
jurisdiction.  When a case is initially assigned to a magistrate 
judge, the plaintiff is given a form to use to either consent to or 
decline magistrate judge jurisdiction.3  Plaintiff is also required 
to serve that form on each defendant.   
 
 Each party should make a decision regarding 
magistrate judge jurisdiction as soon as possible, and in any 
event prior to the case management conference which is 
generally held about 100 days after the case is filed.  Civil L.R. 
73-1.  
 
 If all parties consent to magistrate jurisdiction, then the 
magistrate judge to whom the case is assigned will preside over 
all aspects of the case, through trial.  F.R.Civ.P. 73(b).  An 
appeal from the magistrate judge’s rulings is made to the 
appropriate appellate court exactly as if the rulings were from a 
district judge.  F.R.Civ.P. 73(c).  
 
A civil case initially assigned to a district judge may also be 
reassigned to a magistrate judge if all parties consent to 
magistrate judge jurisdiction.  The parties should expect the 
district judge to ask at the case management conference 



whether they have considered consenting to a magistrate judge 
jurisdiction. 
 
 Each magistrate judge has an assigned courtroom 
designed to accommodate civil jury trials.  Each magistrate 
judge has at least one law clerk.  Many have a second law clerk 
in lieu of a secretary.  
 
 Magistrate judges are fully integrated into the court’s 
administration, serving on all court committees and chairing 
some of them.  
 
 Unlike district judges, magistrate judges do not preside 
over felony criminal matters.   
 
 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF CONSENTING TO  
MAGISTRATE JUDGE JURISDICTION 

 
 The Northern District Court of California has always 
recruited experienced trial attorneys of the highest caliber who 
undergo a merit selection process before being appointed as a 
magistrate judge.  Because of their diverse experiences while in 
practice and while presiding over civil matters including trials, 
this District’s magistrate judges are able to preside over all 
types of civil litigation.  The biographies of the current 
magistrate judges are set forth below.  
 
 Parties that consent to have their case tried before a 
magistrate judge will receive a date certain for trial.  The right 
to a speedy trial in felony criminal matters requires district 
judges to give statutory priority to trying those cases, which 
can sometimes require that civil trial dates be moved.  
 
 The historical experience in this District has been that 
our magistrate judges have virtually always met their scheduled 
trial dates.  Because magistrate judges’ trial dockets are 
generally less crowded than those of district court judges, they 
are often able to schedule a trial within a year of the filing of 
the complaint. 



ENDNOTES 
 
 

1 Federal Magistrate Act of 1979, 28 U.S.C § 636(c)(1).  See 
also F.R.Civ.P. 73(b). 

2 District Judges, sometimes called Article III Judges, are 
appointed by the President, confirmed with the advice and 
consent of the Senate and hold their position for life.  
Magistrate Judges are appointed by the District Judges of each 
district following a merit selection process and serve for a 
period of eight years, subject to reappointment. 

3 If the case has been removed from state court, the form is 
given to the removing party, who is required to serve it on all 
other parties. 

  



MAGISTRATE JUDGE BIOGRAPHIES 
 
 

San Francisco 
Magistrate Judge Jacqueline Scott Corley 

Magistrate Judge Maria-Elena James 

Magistrate Judge Elizabeth Laporte 

Magistrate Judge James Larson 

Magistrate Judge Joseph Spero 

Magistrate Judge Bernard Zimmerman 
 
 

Eureka 
Magistrate Judge Nandor Vadas 

 
 

Oakland 
Magistrate Judge Laurel Beeler 

Magistrate Judge Donna Ryu 
 
 

San Jose 
Magistrate Judge Howard Lloyd 

Magistrate Judge Paul Grewal 
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